TINKERS MARSH – BLYTH ESTUARY

Through our links with SCAR and the Blyth Estuary Group we have just learnt that the Environment Agency have advised Suffolk Coastal District Council that they no longer propose to protect the banks which protect the Tinkers and Delacroix Marshes.
This is an alarming precedent.  Earlier the Environment Agency had said that they would continue maintenance until draft flood management strategies for the Suffolk Estuaries were agreed.  If replicated for the Alde and Ore it could, for example, mean that if a breach in the sea defences at Slaughden or in the walls protecting the Aldeburgh marshes and Aldeburgh itself were extensive and would cost millions of pounds to repair they could conclude that it would not an appropriate use of public money to repair such breaches.   A similar precedent occurred has occurred at Dunwich where the Environment Agency concluded that maintaining the sea defences was not cost effective.
The full text of the letter from Charles Beardall, Manager of the Anglian (Eastern) Region is reproduced below.
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13 December 2007
Dear Jeremy,

Tinkers Marsh – Blyth Estuary

Thank you for your letter dated 4th December concerning the management of defences at Tinkers marsh.

As you know, the draft strategy identified withdrawal of maintenance for the bank that protects Tinkers and Delacroix Marshes.  We would normally give between 6 months and 2 years notice before withdrawing maintenance, and we had envisaged a 2 year notice period in this instance.  We had explained this position to the landowners, but had not started the formal notice period as the strategy has not yet been adopted.  However, as the draft strategy explains, where a defence suffers significant damage due to a natural event we would have to review the position to see whether repairs were justified.  This would be the case either before or after any withdrawal of maintenance procedure had started.  Unfortunately, the significant damage that occurred as a result of the unusually high tides on 9th November brings us to that position earlier than we had expected.

We have reviewed our options for the management of the Tinkers wall and have come to the conclusion that it would not be the best use of public money to repair the breaches.  As you are aware, the tide on the 9th November caused significant damage to this wall in numerous locations. The worst of these is large enough to allow tidal waters to enter the marsh frequently.  To repair all nine breaches would be technically difficult and expensive, with no guarantee that the wall would provide protection beyond the short term.  Furthermore it is likely that Reydon Marsh survived the surge tide because Tinkers breached and reduced the tide height and pressure on Reydon.  We are concerned that repairing Tinkers may undermine the integrity of Reydon wall, which we hope to be able to maintain for the next five years.  
One option would be to make a very temporary repair to the one intertidal breach in Tinkers wall but again this would be technically difficult, requiring the use of a helicopter and the placement of large clay bags on uneven submerged surfaces.  Any short term works to repair the main breach would in our view only be very temporary before the site were to become intertidal through any of the other current nine breaches.  
We have been in close liaison with Natural England throughout the development of the Blyth Estuary Strategy.   Natural England has publicly supported the draft Blyth Strategy, which recognises that it is unsustainable to maintain the defences at Tinkers marsh and accepts that this will result in a significant change from freshwater to saline habitat.  We are currently discussing with Natural England the Appropriate Assessment that we have to complete to ensure compliance with the Habitats Directive.  Through this process we will conclude on whether any compensatory habitat is required and if so deliver this through our very successful Regional Habitats Creation programme.  

We do not own the defences that have been breached by a natural event around Tinkers or Delacroix marshes.  The landowner or other interested parties themselves may wish to undertake this repair work and accept the risk that this could only provide very short term protection.  

As a result of the damage caused by the surge tide on 9th November we are undertaking a number of works on the Blyth estuary.  You will be aware of the work we are currently completing at Palmers Lane and Robinsons marsh.  We also have works planned for Reydon wall and at Bulcamp.  Following on from our meeting with yourself and Councillors on the 27th November, we have met with Derek Oldham on site to review our options for protecting the A12 from increased flooding.  I will be sending Guy MacGregor a letter this week to outline our proposed way forward.
Please do not hesitate to contact me if you would like to discuss any of the above issues.

Yours sincerely

Dr Charles Beardall

Area Manager
Direct dial: 01473 706085

Email: charles.beardall@environment-agency.gov.uk
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